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Taking Control of the Zombie Epidemic: 
Immunizing the Public through Infectious Disease & Emergency Preparedness Public Health 
Entertainment  
 
 
ABSTRACT 
  This paper details a strategic campaign proposal for a national public health campaign.  
The plan incorporates the use of social and e-marketing techniques, popular entertainment 
elements, casual gaming, and a mascot.  Specifically, the proposal is the use of PopCap Games’ 
Plants vs. Zombies game and Zombie logo as a public health casual game and mascot. First, the 
various techniques are analyzed and then the plan of action is laid out. This out-of-the-box 
strategy could undeniably be a major success for public health.   
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Literature Review 
When conducting my literature review, I used two main databases: PubMed and Google 
Scholar. Within PubMed, I searched the keywords social marketing, tobacco marketing, SARS, 
AIDS, public health, zombie(s), and This is Public Health Campaign. I searched Google Scholar 
with the key terms social marketing, public health, zombie and Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, Plants versus Zombies, This is Public Health Campaign, and Geico Gecko. The 
content of this paper is supported by 47 references, as I sought to choose clearly credible 
sources such as journals from this database.  
 
Taking Control of the Zombie Epidemic 
 The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recently posted a blog titled 
“Preparedness 101: Zombie Apocalypse” (CDC, 2011).  CDC spokesman Dave Daigle stated, “A 
typical CDC blog post might get between 1,000 and 3,000 hits” (Reuters, 2011).  According to 
CDC health communication specialist Margaret Silver, “By Friday, we were trending worldwide 
on Twitter and the phone was ringing off the hook” (Weise, E., 2011). “The page got more than 
3 million views and 500 comments” and the “wave of interest *was+ so strong it crashed the 
CDC’s blog server” (Weise, E., 2011).  This example demonstrates now is the perfect time to 
capitalize upon technology focused, social marketing strategies and the popularity of 
entertainment media in order to reach and inform the public and spur them to action.  
Public health is such a vital contributor to the well being of our everyday lives, and yet, 
the average layperson most likely would not be able to articulate its importance and impact on 
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every aspect of our lives.  The CDC in a 1999 Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report (MMWR) 
listed ten great public health achievements in the United States in the previous century: 
vaccination, motor-vehicle safety, safer workplaces, control of infectious diseases, decline in 
deaths from coronary heart disease and stroke, safer and healthier foods, healthier mothers 
and babies, family planning, fluoridation of drinking water, and recognition of tobacco use as a 
health hazard all made the list and were chosen “based on the opportunity for prevention and 
impact on death, illness, and disability in the United States.”  The list provides a glimpse of the 
extent to which public health touches and has a positive impact on our lives. In 2011, CDC 
published an article in the Journal of American Medial Association (JAMA) listing the “10 Great 
Public Health Achievements in the United States,” covering the period 2001 to 2010.  The table 
below compares the 1999 list to the 2011 list.  Efforts in public health have shifted to an 
increasingly prevention focused approach.  It is important that prevention continue to be a 
priority in public health approaches.   
10 Great Public Health Achievements in the United States as 
reported by CDC 
1999 Report1 2011 Report2 
Vaccination/ Vaccine-preventable diseases     
Motor vehicle safety     
Safer workplaces / Occupational safety     
Control of infectious diseases/ Prevention & control of 
infectious diseases 
    
Decline in deaths from coronary heart disease & stroke/ 
Cardiovascular disease prevention 
    
Safer and healthier foods    
Healthier mothers and babies/ Maternal & infant health     
Family planning    
Fluoridation of drinking water    
 7 
10 Great Public Health Achievements in the United States as 
reported by CDC 
1999 Report1 2011 Report2 
Recognition of tobacco use as a health hazard/ Tobacco control     
Cancer prevention    
Childhood lead poisoning prevention    
Public health preparedness & response    
1 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (1999). MMWR: Ten Great Public Health Achievements – United 
States, 1900-1999, 48(12), 241-243.  
2
 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2011). Ten Great Public Health Achievements – United States, 2001-
2010.  The Journal of the American Medical Association, 306(1), 36-38. 
 
“Since 1900, the average lifespan of persons in the United States has lengthened by 
greater than 30 years; 25 years of this gain are attributable to advances in public health” (CDC, 
1999).  Public health truly is a vital contributor to the health of our everyday lives, and it is 
important for the public to be aware of its continuing importance and impact. 
Current approaches to public health awareness are beginning to better utilize current 
technologies and communication methods, as evidenced by CDC’s usage of blogs and Twitter.  
However, in order to keep pace with the continuous, fast and innovative developments in 
communication methods, technology, and the Internet, public health leaders must continue to 
learn and employ the latest techniques.  From those techniques, a comprehensive strategy can 
be developed.  A successful communication strategy now and for the future is a unique 
combination of social and e-marketing techniques, capitalizing upon popular entertainment 
and casual gaming, and the development of a mascot.  By developing a focused strategy based 
upon these timely and timeless tactics, and setting up procedures for ongoing review and 
update, public health leaders can establish a framework that will give them a steady, well-heard 
voice within the community.   
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In this paper, I will describe each of the techniques (social marketing, e-marketing, 
popular entertainment, casual gaming, mascots) that will combine to form a proposed initial 
strategic plan of action.  In particular, the plan will focus on establishing an awareness of 
current emergency preparedness information and an awareness of infectious diseases, 
specifically vaccinations.  These were chosen based upon the high level of interest in CDC’s 
zombie emergency preparedness campaign and the increasing incidences of lack of trust in and 
receipt of proper vaccinations (USA Today, 2011).  The time is right for a new public health 
campaign; here’s how we do it.  
 
Social Marketing 
 “Social marketing, the use of marketing to design and implement programs to promote 
socially beneficial behavior change, has grown in popularity and usage within the public health 
community” (Grier, S. 2005).  However, even though social marketing is being integrated more 
into public health practice, Grier and colleagues describe how “many public health 
professionals have an incomplete understanding of social marketing.” Successful efforts have 
been made to utilize social marketing for areas such as nutrition, exercise, and prenatal care. 
Efforts in the areas of infectious disease and emergency preparedness have been made as well, 
however a unique opportunity exists for public health professionals to explore these areas even 
further within the social marketing realm and capitalize on some of the more popular 
entertainment elements within media that relates to these areas.   
 The main ideas behind social marketing revolve around the 4 P’s: product, promotion, 
price, and place.  Product “refers to the set of benefits associated with the desired behavior or 
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service usage” (Grier, S. 2005).  Essentially, it is what is being promoted. Within public health, 
this normally is not a tangible product, but a positive impact resulting from the change in 
behavior. Promotion involves getting the message out there.  This means advertising your 
product incorporating the appropriate price and place. Promotion focuses on proper 
communication of the product, making it interesting, attractive, distinct, and unambiguous. 
Price “refers in large part to the collective barriers that an individual must overcome to adopt 
the proposed action” (Edgar, T. 2009).  Edgar and colleagues list possible non-monetary barriers 
as social, behavioral, psychological, temporal, structural, geographical, and physical. It is 
important to ensure that price is considered from the consumer’s point of view (Grier, S. 2005) 
and that the price is neither too high nor too low. If priced too high, the cost outweighs the 
benefits. If priced too low, the consumer may not trust in the product. Finally, place refers to 
ensuring the product is made available through the right avenue at the right time, according to 
the target audience’s preferences and availabilities. An integrative approach to employing the 4 
P’s is critical. Grier and colleagues state that a successful marketing approach ensures that 
“…each element has been planned systematically to support clearly defined goals, and all 
marketing activities are consistent with and reinforce each other.”   
 Another important aspect of social marketing is competition.  Competition involves 
identifying the barriers and competing factors (for example, alternate behavioral options) that 
would prevent behavior change and the resulting positive product impact, as well as then 
analyzing how to resolve the conflicts between them in order to give the product a 
“competitive advantage” (Grier, S. 2005).  Failure to create a competitive strategy could 
counteract the effort put into developing the 4 P’s.  Without identifying these issues and 
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addressing them, competing factors in the target audience’s environment could win out against 
your product.  
 A final important element in social marketing is the exchange theory.  “The emphasis on 
exchange theory differentiates social marketing from other approaches to behaviour change 
such as education, which assumes that knowledge in and of itself leads to change, and a 
regulatory approach, which relies on enforcement to affect behaviour” (Edgar, T. 2009).  Edgar 
and colleagues describe social marketing as having “tremendous potential for stimulating 
sustainable behaviour change across targeted populations.”  It is important for public health 
officials to explore exchange theory within social marketing.  Exchange theory is based upon 
the idea that “individuals will only change their behaviour when they are convinced that they 
are engaging in a fair and attractive exchange” (Edgar, T. 2009).  This theory highlights that 
human beings are interested in having the clear benefit to them identified.  It is necessary to 
“identify an exchange that strongly resonates with audiences and allows them to see 
immediate benefits that will improve their lives” (Edgar, T. 2009).  Therefore, not only does a 
clear benefit need to be described, but also a time frame for when receipt of that benefit will 
occur is vital.  Exchange theory posits that if the product can be promoted as providing instant 
gratification, it will be received better and more effectively (Edgar, T. 2009). Strategy that uses 
social marketing’s main tactics (the 4 P’s, competition, and exchange theory) will be very 
effective. Social marketing has been used in public health with some success. However, it could 
be utilized more fully and combined with other efforts in order to make a long-lasting 
difference.  
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 Before touching upon several specific examples of public health social marketing, I 
would like to discuss CDC’s CDCynergy model (CDC, 2011).  CDCynergy is “a multimedia CD-
ROM used for planning, managing, and evaluating public health communication programs. This 
innovative tool is used to guide and assist users in designing health communication 
interventions within a public health framework” (CDC, 2011).  The CDCynergy Process Model 
“does not assume that communication is the solution to a public health problem.  Rather, the 
CDCynergy tool guides you through a process in which you” (CDC, 2011): 
 “Use research to help describe and determine the causes of the health problem that you 
plan to address with an intervention, and to define the audience segments affected by 
the problem”  
 “Explore a wide range of possible strategies for the health problem”  
 “Systematically select the strategies that show the most promise to help the audiences”  
 “Understand the role communication can play in planning, implementing, and 
evaluating selected strategies”  
 “Develop a comprehensive communication plan that includes audience research, pre-
testing, production, launch, and evaluation at every stage.”  
 
Usage of the CDCynergy Process Model in addition to current social marketing techniques will 
help to create an effective public health campaign.  
 Public health has had some success in implementing social marketing campaigns.  A 
couple of examples include Rap-It-Up (A Black Entertainment Television sponsored HIV/AIDs 
grassroots awareness campaign), HIV Stops with Me (national social marketing campaign to 
prevent HIV spread), GYT-Get Yourself Test (inform young people/encourage STD testing), and 
Stop TB Partnership (goal is to eradicate TB) (National Prevention Information Network, 2011).  
One that has had a lot of success is “VERB™, a national, multicultural, social marketing program 
coordinated by CDC” (Grier, S. 2005).  The CDC used extensive marketing research, mass-media 
advertising, partnerships, and more to conduct the VERB™ campaign (Grier, S. 2005).  “After 
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just one year, this award-winning program resulted in a 34% increase in weekly free-time 
physical activity sessions among 8.6 million children ages 9-10 in the United States” (Grier, S. 
2005).  With such amazing results, it is evident that public health must get the most out of 
social marketing techniques to promote a healthier nation. VERB™ is an example of physical 
activity social marketing success.   
Varied social marketing success in the area of infectious disease public health has 
occurred.  Hemo and colleagues note positive outcomes with a nationwide antibiotic use media 
campaign conducted in 2006.  The main accomplishments are that “a campaign based on 
television programming was an effective way to impart knowledge…to a large audience” and 
that exposure to a media campaign allowed for increased demonstration of knowledge of the 
subject matter (Hemo, B. 2009).  This campaign was conducted in Israel and the lessons learned 
from it can be useful for a United States social marketing campaign strategy.  Another example 
is CDC’s national media campaign titled Get Smart: Know When Antibiotics Work, which 
disseminates information via radio, TV, print, outdoor media, a tagline and a logo (CDC, 2011).  
“The *campaign+ video, Snort. Sniffle. Sneeze. No Antibiotics Please! won the 2010 Platinum 
Hermes Creative Award, an international competition for creative professionals involved in the 
concept, writing and design of traditional materials and programs, and emerging technologies” 
(CDC, 2011).  An extremely interesting aspect of this campaign is the use of the Healthcare 
Effectiveness Data and Information Set (HEDIS®), “a performance measurement tool used by 
over 90 percent of the nation’s health plans” (CDC, 2011).  CDC and the National Committee on 
Quality Assurance worked together to input four measures, two pediatric and two adult, into 
HEDIS® (CDC, 2011).  Therefore, this allows the campaign to be evaluated for impact on the 
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chosen factors, clearly an important aspect to include in a campaign aimed at affecting 
behavior.  Another relevant topic to target for social marketing on infectious disease is 
immunizations.  “A new strategy for addressing immunization concerns is badly needed…a one-
size-fits-all approach to health promotion founded on expert authority or the articulation of the 
scientific evidence that supports immunizations ignores the realities of how people are 
persuaded. Social marketing may hold the key” (Opel, D. J. 2009).  Clearly the current approach 
toward gaining public trust in and marketing immunizations is not working.  Much controversy 
has surrounded vaccinations over the past several years.  In a 2011 paper by journalist Brian 
Deer, titled “How the case against the MMR vaccine was fixed,” he investigates a 1998 Lancet 
paper purporting “a proposed “new syndrome” of enterocolitis and regressive autism and 
associated this with MMR as an “apparent precipitating event” (Deer, B., 2011).  “Brian Deer 
exposes the bogus data behind claims that launched a worldwide scare over the measles, 
mumps, and rubella vaccine, and reveals how the appearance of a link with autism was 
manufactured at a London medical school” (Deer, B., 2011).  The Lancet paper was later 
retracted in 2010, however the damage was done.  Pediatrician, Dr. Paul A. Offit, and author of 
“Autism’s False Prophets” has been using his book that defends vaccines in order to combat the 
“antivaccine movement in the United States” (McNeil, D.G., 2009). “Opponents of vaccines 
have taken the autism story hostage,” Dr. Offit said. “They don’t speak for all parents of autistic 
kids, they use fringe scientists and celebrities, they’ve set up cottage industries of false hope, 
and they’re hurting kids. Parents pay out of their pockets for dangerous treatments, they take 
out second mortgages to buy hyperbaric oxygen chambers. It’s just unconscionable” (McNeil, 
D.G., 2009).  If public health professionals are to ensure the safety of the population and 
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prevent outbreaks of diseases for which there exists a vaccine, trust must be gained back – an 
avenue is through social marketing.   
Public health is making use of social marketing techniques with some success. However, 
there is a unique opportunity that exists now to combine popular entertainment and a mascot 
with social marketing in order to generate an effective public health message on a nationwide 
scale.  Areas that should initially be focused on in order to develop more awareness and instill 
positive behavioral changes are infectious disease, specifically importance of vaccinations, and 
emergency and disaster preparedness, specifically the development of an emergency kit.  
 Social marketing cannot be addressed in this day and age without also addressing the 
subcategory of e-marketing.  E-marketing is a “term that refers to the use of the Internet/Web 
and related information technologies to conduct marketing activities” (Krishnamurthy, S. 2006).  
According to Krishnamurthy, there are five tactics to address within e-marketing: goals, actors, 
spaces, actions, and outcomes.  Goals delineate plans for the immediate future and the long-
range. They also need to be plainly articulated and quantifiable, in order to compare the 
campaign with how it is going and where it should be according to the goals.  Actors are 
friendly, agnostic, or hostile, and can be either primary or secondary.  Friendly actors are 
advocates and/or enjoy the product. Hostile actors act against the product and/or are unhappy 
with the product.  Agnostic actors are on the fence and could go either way on the product; for 
example, the media.  Primary actors directly affect the product campaign and secondary can 
indirectly affect it.  In program development and project management terms, actors translate 
to stakeholders, which are “persons or organization (e.g. customers, sponsors, the performing 
organization, or the public), who are actively involved in the project or whose interests may be 
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positively or negatively affected by the performance or completion of the project” (Project 
Management Institute (PMI), 2008).  “Stakeholders have varying levels of responsibility and 
authority when participating on a project and these can change over the course of the project 
life cycle” (PMI, 2008).  Therefore it is important to continue to pay attention to and evaluate 
the roles of actors/stakeholders in a campaign effort.   
Krishnamurthy lists four categories of spaces: advertising, content, community and 
promotional.  Each category is fairly self-explanatory.  There are three categories of actions: 
communication, analytics, and customer relationship management.  Communication actions 
refer to all the various ways to advertise, communicate the message with the target audience, 
and create/manage content.  Analytics refers to developing the campaign website in order to 
make it pop up more often during a search in a search engine.  A technique to attain a higher 
ranked website in results is accomplished through Search Engine Optimization.  Search Engine 
Optimization is defined as “the methods used to boost the ranking or frequency of a Web site in 
results returned by a search engine, in an effort to maximize user traffic to the site” 
(Dictionary.com, 2011).  Google has an easy to use guide titled “Search Engine Optimization 
Starter Guide” that has several good pieces of information and tips inside, including (Google 
Guide, 2010): 
 “Accurately describe the page’s content” 
 “Create unique title tags for each page” 
 “Use brief, but descriptive titles” 
 “Accurately summarize the page’s content” 
 “Use words in URLs” 
 
Analysis of usage is accomplished through web analytics, “the measurement, collection, 
analysis and reporting of Internet data for the purposes of understanding and optimizing Web 
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usage” (Web Analytics Association, 2011).  Web site usage is one way to get an initial idea of 
the impact of the e-marketing campaign, through the amount of exposure it is getting via the 
Internet.  
Customer relation management is about ensuring an effect of the campaign on the 
individual level (through personalization for example) and the group level (through viral 
campaigns for example).  “Outcomes need to be compared with appropriate goals, and 
corrective action must be taken if outcomes do not meet expectations or seem to be serving 
end goals” (Krishnamurthy, S. 2006).   Author Krishnamurthy lays out the path to e-marketing 
success in a social marketing campaign.  Today, ensuring the most efficient use of the Internet 
during a campaign is absolutely crucial to the success of that campaign.   
 Utilizing social marketing and e-marketing strategies in an effort to educate the public 
about vaccines and emergency preparedness will help pave the way to success in informing and 
influencing.  
 
Entertainment 
 Another factor that will aid in developing a plan to increase vaccine and emergency 
preparedness knowledge and positive behavioral change is incorporating entertainment.   
As communicators, we must continuously keep pace with our audience and innovate 
new methods to initiate dialogue that is engaging, is relevant and has impact.  Relying 
on outdated communication methods and failing to create new, powerful dialogue 
when there is clearly opportunity to do so will surely limit the relevancy of our 
profession in the digital age. (Akmal, A., 2010)   
 
By exploring, drawing on and incorporating the popular zombie fiction and commonly played 
casual games, public health can take hold of the opportunity to present the message in unique, 
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interactive ways which provide a deep, rich understanding and can hold attention long enough 
to be effective.  As illustrated by the remarkable success of the CDC’s Preparedness 101: 
Zombie Apocalypse blog, zombies are “hot, hot, hot”  (Weise, E., 2011).   
 
Max Brooks, author of such titles as The Zombie Survival Guide and World War Z: An Oral 
History of the Zombie War, provides some thoughts on the oddly popular subject (CDC Blogs, 
2011): 
As I got older I realized that zombie stories were a powerful tool for examining real 
world issues.” “I think zombie stories express the current societal anxieties we’re all 
confronting on a daily basis.” “A lot of people have disaster preparedness on the brain 
and it’s a lot “safer”, psychologically to ruminate on a zombie disaster rather than, say, a 
hurricane or an earthquake induced tsunami. When confronted with real anxiety, a lot 
of people shut down. For them, planning for an actual crisis is just too scary, too 
paralyzing to think about. Make it a zombie attack, though, then there’s some 
psychological padding. Ask someone to plan for swine flu quarantine, you’ll get “that’s 
such a downer.” Ask them to plan for a zombie siege and you’ll get “that’d be 
awesome!” 
 
 Zombies appear to be a less intimidating way for the public to deal with some real fears 
and anxieties in their lives today.  By playing a make believe “what would you do?” it allows 
people to continue to prepare themselves for the realities that maybe they just cannot face 
head on.  As a result of the wildly popular CDC zombie blog, CDC even more recently came out 
with their “Zombie Novella” which they describe as “a fun new way of teaching the importance 
of emergency preparedness” (CDC Office of Public Health Preparedness and Response, 2011).   
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Despite some naysayers who criticized the use of the taxpayers’ dollars on the zombie blog and 
novella, CDC’s Dave Daigle states, “We got an estimate for the blog that it’s worth $3.4 million 
in marketing value,” while total cost to the taxpayer was just $87, to buy a stock photo as an 
illustration for the blog (Weise, E., 2011).  Not only was CDC able to get the message out to 
millions of people in a fun and entertaining way, but they were able to do it relatively 
inexpensively compared with how much exposure the campaign received.     
 Minor capitalization on the popularity of zombies is occurring, via the CDC blog and 
novella.  CDC also provides instructions to add one of the zombie images to Facebook, allowing 
for influence on the individual as well as group level.  However, those forms of public health 
communications only signify the beginning of a way into the hearts and minds of the public.  
There is still much room to exploit zombies in order to effectively “immunize” the public with 
infectious disease and emergency preparedness public health messages.   
 “In recent years there has been a transformation in the way people think about 
games….Today’s gamers include women, parents, and even senior citizens who enjoy playing 
puzzle games, arcade games, and sports games” (Wesley, D., 2010).  Casual games in particular 
present a unique opportunity for public health to use as an effective, interactive 
communication device.  “The broad appeal of online and mobile casual games and their easy 
accessibility via multiple platforms presents a novel avenue to use games as communication 
tools” (Akmal, A., 2010).  Wesley and colleagues describe the rise of casual games and a 
number of their strengths, to include being easy to learn, not a large time investment, low cost, 
widespread appeal, and never becoming outdated.  “Casual games are defined as nonviolent, 
arcade-style games that may involve puzzles, words, card games, and trivia” (Akmal, A., 2010).  
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Many casual games can be played “for a few minutes or a few hours” (Wesley, D., 2010).  For 
many nowadays, this flexibility in game play allows for many different players with different 
schedules to play when they want for as long or short as they want, certainly a positive point 
for casual gaming.  “A significant part of their appeal came from the fact that players did not 
need to invest considerable time and effort to play…” (Wesley, D., 2010).  Therefore, not only 
does casual gaming allow for varied time preferences, they also do not require a lot of effort to 
learn how to play, making them more accessible to the public.  Another high point of casual 
games is that they “never *become+ outdated because they [do] not depend on leading-edge 
technology to entice customers” (Wesley, D. 2010).  With a timeless look, easy to use features, 
and a widespread appeal, casual gaming could definitely be a useful asset to exploit.  
 Akmal describes a game design concept called procedural rhetoric, “the active 
programming of a thought-provoking persuasive element in games, which not only motivates 
players to reach a deeper understanding of the game subject, but also fully complements the 
communication objectives of public relations professionals” (Akmal, A., 2010).  The idea of 
utilizing persuasive casual games is exciting.  Persuasive games are a complicated concept.  Not 
only does the game seek to change the player’s opinion, it also seeks to have the player affect 
their behavior in the real world (Akmal, A., 2010).  “It is the gameplay experience created by 
procedural rhetoric that simulates and makes claims about how things work and by doing so 
leads the player to reflect on or achieve greater understanding of the game subject” (Akmal, A., 
2010).  Therefore, instead of just outright telling the player what the desired opinion or action 
is, the game forces the players to interactively engage in a world that follows the desired rules 
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to act by.  There currently exist seven main persuasive technologies to alter behavior (Akmal, 
A., 2010): 
1. Reduction: “Using computing technology to reduce complex behavior to simple tasks” 
2. Tunneling: “Navigating users through a predetermined course of actions, step by step” 
3. Tailoring: “Providing information relevant to individuals” 
4. Suggestion: “Suggesting behavior in a timely fashion via interactive computing 
products” 
5. Self-monitoring: “Allowing individuals to monitor their attitudes or behaviors to realize 
a predetermined goal or outcome” 
6. Surveillance: “Allowing individuals to monitor the behavior of others” 
7. Conditioning: “Conditioning to change behaviors via systems” 
 
While these are useful persuasive techniques, they “only allow persuasion to work toward 
existing material ends…rather than deal with the reasoning to pursue those ends” (Akmal, A., 
2010).  Therefore it is important to take the game design one step further into using procedural 
rhetoric.  
 Akmal includes two other lists, formal game elements and dramatic game elements, 
which will be important to detail and ensure are included in any public health created 
persuasive casual game.  The formal game elements are (Akmal, A., 2010): 
 Players: “Active participants, who make decisions and are invested in and voluntarily 
accept the rules and constraints of a game;” 
 Objectives: “The specific goals for the players;” 
 Procedures: “The actions or methods of play allowed by the rules; guide player 
behavior, creating interactions that would never take place outside the authority of 
the game;” 
 Rules: “Define game objects, proscribe principles, and limit behavior within the 
game;” 
 Resources: “Items made valuable by their scarcity and utility that can help players 
achieve their goals;” 
 Conflict: “Created when players’ objectives intersect with the rules and procedures 
limiting and guiding behavior; players work to resolve in their own favor;” 
 Boundaries: “Created by a social agreement that the rules and goals that are driving 
the players apply only within the games and not in “real life;” otherwise known as 
the “magic circle;” and, lastly,” 
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 Outcome: “An uncertain, measurable, and unequal outcome, i.e. a winner, and a 
loser.” 
 
 
The dramatic game elements are (Akmal, A., 2010):  
 Premise: “Provides context to the formal elements; premises make it easier for 
players to contextualize their choices;” 
 Characters: “Agents through which dramatic stories are told; provide a way for 
players to empathize with situations and live vicariously through their efforts; and,”  
 Story: “Narrative that unfolds with the game; story integrated with play can create 
powerful and emotional results.” 
 
 One last element that must be included is the dramatic arc.  The dramatic arc holds 
interest in the game and keeps the player emotionally invested in play.  “The most important 
aspect of a dramatic arc is that the outcome of the story – the success or failure – is in the 
hands of the player” (Akmal, A., 2010).   
 A final note on procedural rhetoric; it is above all important to incorporate the 
“product” into the interactive game play.  “The mere image of a product is no longer a feasible 
point of entry to the consumer and another driving force needs to take the helm” (Akmal, A., 
2010).  For public health in particular, this is important to note.  Public health uses the image of 
the product many times where it could go a little bit further.  For example, the “This is Public 
Health” Campaign utilizes stickers with the slogan “This is Public Health” placed in “strategic 
locations around communities to build awareness of the many ways in which public health 
impacts our well being” (This is Public Health, 2011).  The campaign also makes the message 
and stickers available through its website www.thisispublichealth.org, showing a modest 
degree of capitalization upon current technologies.  While a wonderful campaign, its 
effectiveness through the use of mainly just an image could be questioned (This is Public 
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Health, 2011).   Procedural rhetoric and persuasive casual games must be further explored as 
an avenue for public health message delivery.  
 
 
    
 
This Is Public Health Campaign Sticker 
This is Public Health Stickers (2011). This is Public Health Stickers. Accessed 18 November 2011. 
http://www.thisispublichealth.org/TIPHStickers.html 
 “With 70 percent of US Internet users actively playing online games, the promise of 
using this medium to communicate is a practical, novel and fun approach to engage audiences” 
(Akmal, A., 2010).  The capability of integrating social marketing within casual games combining 
persuasive techniques and certain game elements could greatly enhance the ability of public 
health to deliver messages. 
 
Mascot 
 “The purposes of trade characters…are product identification, virtue symbolization, 
attraction, and product personalization” (Mou, T., 2008).  The development of a trade 
character, or mascot, is the crucial final component to the strategy combining social/e-
marketing, popular entertainment, and casual gaming.  In a meta-analysis conducted by the 
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Cochrane Collaboration, “*i+n 18 of the 19 studies the nonsmoking adolescents who were more 
aware of tobacco advertising or receptive association to it, were more likely to have 
experimented with cigarettes or become smokers at follow up” (Lovato, C., 2011).  Public 
health professionals now must take a page out of one of our biggest adversary’s book: the 
tobacco industry.   “Multiple studies have indicated that the Joe Camel advertising campaign 
has been successful in marketing tobacco to children and adolescents…” (Duffy, S. A., 2000).   
The popularity of an affable advertising character can translate into effective public health 
education and behavioral change in the population, if used properly.  “Until recently, most 
public health campaigns have focused on communicating the adverse effects of smoking rather 
than countering images portrayed in tobacco advertising” (Duffy, S. A., 2000).  The 2000 study 
conducted by Duffy and colleagues examined whether incorporating a Joe Camel cartoon rival 
into tobacco warning labels could help make them more effective.  They discovered that 
“cartoon tobacco warnings are more believable than plain warnings” (Duffy, S. A., 2000).  This 
demonstrates that there is room for a more creative advertising platform within public health.   
 Public health has had some forays into the usage of a mascot. Three examples are CDC’s 
Wellbee, Cerro Gordo Public Health Department’s “Howie Staywell” owl mascot, and Kansas 
Department of Health and Environment’s BeeWise bee (History of Vaccines, 2011) (Cerro Gordo 
County Department of Public Health, 2011) (Kansas Department of Health and Environment, 
2011).  Wellbee was a bee mascot used by the CDC in the 1960s in order to encourage the 
population to receive the polio vaccine (History of Vaccines, 2011).  Wellbee is no longer in use 
and it does not appear that the CDC uses a recognizable mascot any more.    
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“Wellbee” 
History of Vaccines (2011). Wellbee and OPV Poster Picture. Accessed 9 November 2011. 
http://www.historyofvaccines.org/content/wellbee-and-opv 
 
Recently, Cerro Gordo Public Health Department’s mascot has been making headlines.  
In early September they conducted a small county campaign that included a local news story 
and a YouTube video, which received 207 views, calling for the public to help them name their 
owl mascot (YouTube, 2011).  The YouTube video directed viewers to go to www.cghealth.com, 
the department’s website, in order to vote for a name.  “We wanted to put some fun into our 
upcoming flu clinics, to help put children at ease when getting their flu vaccine,” Health 
Department spokeswoman Nola Aigner said (Global Gazette, 2011).  Within a month, the 
department had a new name, “Howie Staywell” (Cerro Gordo County Department of Public 
Health, 2011).  According to Aigner, “The submissions far exceeded our expectations and we 
are thrilled about the positive response the mascot has received throughout the community” 
(Cerro Gordo County Department of Public Health, 2011).  Cerro Gordo County Department of 
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Public Health brilliantly incorporated the public into the development of their mascot.  
Although just in the beginnings stages of its use, the initial success of this mascot speaks to the 
promise a mascot can hold for public health use.   
 
“Howie Staywell” 
Global Gazette (2011). Cerro Gordo Public Health seeks name for 
mascot. Accessed 9 November 2011. 
http://globalgazette.com/news/cerro-gordo-public-health-seeks-
name-for-mascot/article_ecad5da8-d520-11e0-8267-
001cc4c002e0.html 
 
  
 
A third public health mascot example is Kansas 
Department of Health and Environment’s BeeWise bee (CDC, 2008).  Reminiscent of CDC’s 
Wellbee, BeeWise is part of the department’s “Vaccines for Children Outreach Project” and its 
purpose “is to help protect Kansas children from vaccine preventable diseases by successfully 
immunizing them by age 2” (Kansas Department of Health and Environment, 2011).  The 
campaign was successful.  “According to the latest 2010 survey conducted by the Kansas 
Foundation for Medical Care, immunization rates for Health Connect Kansas, Healthwave-19 
and Healthwave-21 children have increased 78%” (Kansas Department of Health and 
Environment, 2011).  The BeeWise mascot is part of “Operation Immunize,” which combines a 
number of unique approaches in order to improve vaccination rates among children (Manter, 
M., 1995).  Kansas was awarded an Innovative Award by the Council of State Governments, an 
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award given to statewide projects that “represent the best new and creative approaches to 
significant State Problems” (Manter, M. 1995).  BeeWise clearly plays a major role in Operation 
Immunize’s significant accomplishments.   
 
“BeeWise” 
Kansas Department of Health and Environment (2011). Immunize and Win A Prize. 
http://www.kdheks.gov/immunize/bee_wise.html 
 
 One final mascot example to briefly discuss and learn from is Geico Insurance’s mascot 
the Geico Gecko. The Gecko is a memorable figure that goes one step further than some other 
mascots.  The Gecko has his own blog, which includes posts, music downloads, entertaining TV 
commercials, free computer wallpapers, access to the company store, and links to the 
company’s main website (Krishnamurthy, S., 2006).  Perhaps one of the most interesting 
aspects of the blog is that users are “encouraged to e-mail the gecko, thus deepening the 
customer’s relationship with the brand” (Krishnamurthy, S., 2006).  This more in depth 
interaction with the Gecko character and semi-development of a relationship with him only 
further encourages users to continue to interact with the Gecko and most likely, the Geico 
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insurance site.  This is worth noting, as a mascot may be more effective in generating 
followership if some type of relationship or interaction aspect is incorporated.   
 With the long phased-out CDC Wellbee and some relatively minor creative usage of 
public health mascots at the state level within the U.S. there is clearly room for a national 
mascot to rise.  The mascot is an effective and memorable advertising technique. Once 
combined with social/e-marketing techniques, popular entertainment elements, and casual 
gaming, this unique public health informative and influential strategy could prove to be a very 
effective plan to promote infectious disease awareness and vaccinations, as well as emergency 
preparedness planning and kits.   
 
Proposal 
  “Often referred to as “health communication,” the use of communication methods to 
provide individuals with important health information has been part of public health practice 
for decades, if not centuries” (Maibach, E. W. 2007). However, there is a need to reinvigorate 
the current public health communication methods in order to have a well-received message.  
As stated previously, the campaign I am proposing integrates social and e-marketing 
techniques, capitalizes upon popular entertainment elements and persuasive casual gaming, 
and has a developed mascot.   
 I am proposing the use of PopCap Games’ Plants vs. Zombies game and Zombie logo as a 
public health casual game and mascot.  This campaign should be a combined effort among 
CDC’s Office of Public Health Preparedness and Response (OPHPR), CDC’s National Center for 
Immunization and Respiratory Diseases, CDC’s Office of Communication, and This is Public 
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Health campaign, with support from PopCap Games and other various interested public health 
agencies.  “Plants vs. Zombies is a tower defense action video game developed and originally 
published by PopCap Games for Microsoft Windows and Mac OS X. The game involves a 
homeowner using many varieties of plants to repel an army of zombie from “eating their 
brains.” It was first released on May 5, 2009” (Wikipedia, 2011).  “In May 2009, one of Steam’s 
top 10 best-selling titles was a PopCap game called Plants vs. Zombies” (Wesley, D., 2010).   
Plants vs. Zombies, a popular game in a series of tower defense from PopCap, beats 
records of popularity among iPhone users. Within one week of release the game was 
downloaded from the App Store over 300,000 times. Thus, the game became the most 
profitable application in a virtual Apple store. Plants vs. Zombies have reached the 
summit a most active applications in just 24 hours. (Chuiko, A., 2010) 
   
 
Plants vs. Zombies Game Cover Art 
Wikipedia (2011). Plants vs. Zombies Cover Art & Copyright. Accessed 18 
November 2011. 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:PlantsVsZombiesCover400ppx.png 
 
Plants vs. Zombies is clearly a popular game and is useable on 
many different operating systems.  I highly suggest the usage of 
the Zombie as the main mascot and protagonist in the casual game and the use of the Plants as 
nemeses and antagonists.  In the original game, the opposite is true.  However, the Zombie as 
the mascot to champion public health’s message on vaccinations and emergency preparedness 
is humorously ironic and the zombie has already proven to be a popular character, as evidenced 
by CDC’s blog and novella.   
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 The campaign will use the method of persuasive casual game play combined with the 
procedural rhetoric technique to effectively immunize the public by having them interactively 
engage in the situation before facing it in reality and therefore, allowing them to be prepared, 
plan and respond better in life.  In order to employ the 4 P’s of social marketing, I will lay out a 
few recommendations here for each.  For product, we need to look at desired behavior change 
and the benefit to the individual after having adopted that behavior.  I suggest two products:  
 1) Behavior: Create an emergency kit for the house 
     Benefit: Better prepared for disaster 
 2) Behavior: Get proper vaccinations 
     Benefit: Better protected from infectious disease 
For promotion, the campaign promotes through a popular, fun character of the Zombie mascot 
and through the interactive, entertaining casual game.  Some possible prices and barriers to the 
individual are: money/time spent on making emergency kits, time spent playing the game, 
doubts about vaccinations, doubts about the risks of infectious disease and disasters, and no 
TV/computer access.  In order to counter those, the campaign can look at additional incentives 
like the Kansas Department of Health and Environment used.  The department made vaccines 
more available by “offering free shots to children under the age of 3” and “offering weekend 
and evening clinics” (Manter, M., 1995).  They also conducted the “Immunize and Win a Prize” 
campaign with the BeeWise bee mascot, offering mascot themed prizes and a drawing for $400 
payment to a utility bill (Kansas Department of Health and Environment, 2011).  Additional 
incentives could help tip the scale against barriers and prices.  Examples of places the campaign 
should use are television, Internet, and video games.  The biggest competition will be other 
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games.  However, with the popularity of the zombie genre in our favor, if the game and 
campaign is made to be truly entertaining and easy to accomplish the behaviors desired 
(making an emergency kit and getting vaccinated), then the public health version of Plants vs. 
Zombies should be a hit.  To address exchange theory, the immediate benefits to the individual 
are entertainment and free game play. In exchange, public health gets exposure and press.  
Less immediate benefits are the overall health and safety benefits of the kit and vaccinations.  
Since these are longer-terms benefits, in order to incentivize their execution, the campaign 
could offer prizes, monetary rewards, badges for completion, etc.   
 In order to incorporate the strategies of e-marketing, we must take a look at goals, 
actors, spaces, actions, and outcomes.  Our short-term goals are an awareness of the campaign 
and an increase in knowledge, which could be measured through quizzes and surveys.  Our 
long-term goals are actual creation of kits, measured through surveys, and an increase in 
vaccinations, measured through surveillance.  Friendly actors include CDC, This is Public Health 
campaign, PopCap Games, and other public health organizations and agencies.  Agnostic actors 
include the media and the gaming community.  Hostile actors include those against 
vaccinations and those who might think the strategy is wasting taxpayer dollars.  Spaces can 
include Facebook, Twitter, various websites, blogs, apps, etc.  “Facebook…is currently one of 
the most popular platforms for casual games” (Akmal, A., 2010).  Facebook would be the prime 
place for the casual game.  “There is a potentially vast difference between the level of 
engagement provided by a dynamic and interactive Facebook game subtly imbued with 
meaning versus a static Facebook “fan page” of products, which simply offers a newsfeed to 
fans with no other means to engage.”  Making Facebook the main space for the casual game 
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could prove to be a very effective platform.  Actions include communication, analytics, and 
customer relationship management as described previously.  For communication, the campaign 
can look at using email, ads, tweets, news articles, commercials, Facebook pages, etc.  For 
analytics, the usage of search engine optimization and web analytics would be important.  For 
customer relationship management, we would want to cater to individual play through tailored 
emergency plans, avatars, badges, and other personalizations commonly associated with casual 
games, as well as incorporate group play, possibly through funny videos/scenes, hidden game 
content, and the additional prize incentives.   
 The following is a description of my suggested game play scenario.  Opening scene, a 
Zombie (his name perhaps chosen through collaborative public efforts as in the Cerro Gordo 
mascot’s case) in the bathroom of a house, washing his hands, humming Happy Birthday (or 
other song options player can select) to make sure the length is right.  Prior to game play, 
you’ve already chosen your zombie family (whether or not you have a spouse, children, pets) in 
order to tailor the experience.  While in the bathroom, as the hand washing song ends, a Plant 
pops up startlingly in the window.  The Plants are attacking and the drama increases.  You now 
take control of the Zombie and must gather items for your emergency kit around the house 
because you did not have one ready to go.  Since you tailored your zombie family, you must 
pack the appropriate items for them too.  Now you must get to the vaccination center.  How 
well you packed your emergency kit is how well your Zombie makes it to the center (various 
states of decay, not too gross).  That level closes out with a score and the motto “Don’t be 
scared, Be prepared!”  Next scene/level, you are at the vaccination center.  Plants are still 
attacking, trying to hit you with their weapons.  You must race around the Plants in order to 
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receive your vaccinations.  Each vaccination provides defense against a certain type of Plant’s 
weapon fire.  When you get your final vaccination, you morph into the Giant Zombie and grab 
and eat the Plants.   
 
Plants vs. Zombies (2011). Plants vs. ZombiesExtras. Accessed 18 November 2011. 
http://www.popcap.com/extras/pvz/ 
At the end you receive a score and the motto is “Don’t wait, Vaccinate!”  The Giant Zombie also 
will flex for you, showing two badges on each arm, one saying “Don’t be scared, Be prepared!” 
and the other “Don’t wait, Vaccinate!”  Overall, the game will provide links to quizzes, websites, 
hidden content with facts and funny scenes, and areas to collect the “Don’t be scared, Be 
Prepared” and “Don’t wait, Vaccinate” badge as well as the This is Public Health sticker, this 
functionality allowing for ways to collect for in game prizes and to earn in real life.  This 
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suggested scenario for the game includes most of the persuasive, formal, and dramatic 
elements of gaming described previously, in order to be an effective persuasive casual game. 
 
Plants vs. Zombies (2011). Plants vs. Zombies Extras. Accessed 
18 November 2011. http://www.popcap.com/extras/pvz/ 
 
 
 
 “…meaning of an animal character is not the key factor of suitable and effective spokes-
character” (Mou, T., 2008).  Although the general meaning of the zombie character is 
somewhat in conflict with the campaign message, it does not prevent the Zombie from being an 
effective mascot.  The tongue-in-cheek manner in which a zombie promotes public health 
should be a hit.  The Zombie should clearly identify the product, promotion of public health, 
specifically vaccinations and emergency preparedness at the outset.  For virtue symbolization, 
he will be a health symbol in an ironic manner.  There is clearly already attraction to the zombie 
character.  And finally, for product personalization, perhaps the Zombie could have his own 
blog and answer emails, similar to the Geico Gecko.  This way, the mascot can have relationship 
development and also provide factual information to the public.   
According to Edgar and colleagues, one must gather focus group data, conduct various 
interviews, and pre-test the message.  In order to keep the message current, “social marketers 
closely monitor the implementation of the strategy through process evaluation” (Edgar, T. 
2009).  Reflection on the relevance of the message, as well as pertinent stakeholders, through 
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time will be vital in order to keep it current and accessible to the public.  With this campaign 
proposal, if executed, we mustn’t forget to re-evaluate the effectiveness in order to ensure that 
it is having the desired effect.  This proposal deals with the expansion of communication 
channels used by public health leaders during the intervention development phase of public 
health communications as outlined by CDCynergy.  CDCynergy also address the very important 
evaluation component.  “Effective program evaluation is a systematic way to improve and 
account for public health actions by involving procedures that are useful, feasible, ethical, and 
accurate. Evaluation activities should be” (CDC, 2011): 
 “useful (i.e., responsive to stakeholder information needs)” 
 “feasible given time, resources, and available expertise” 
 “accurate enough to inform the kinds of decisions to be made” 
 “proper/ethical” 
CDCynergy describes the main ways in which to accomplish this (CDC, 2011): 
 “Identify program elements to monitor” 
 “Select key evaluation questions” 
 “Determine how the information will be gathered” 
 “Develop a data analysis and reporting plan” 
 “Develop a timetable and a budget” 
Before this proposal is carried out, a cost analysis should be conducted in order to develop a 
budget for the cost of the campaign.  Initially, the cost to develop and administer this campaign 
should be taken into consideration, especially the proposed persuasive casual game.  It may be 
too bold to suggest that PopCap games would consider developing this game for free, but it 
could be suggested as PopCap’s donation to a good cause and an added bonus of free 
advertising for their company.  Other costs to consider should be staff time, badges, and 
administration of websites.  With an initial cost analysis and a proposed budget, the campaign 
can be tailored to meet those resource constraints.  
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 One final note concerning evaluation is the HEDIS® database used in CDC’s Get Smart 
Campaign (CDC, 2011).  In order to properly utilize this system for evaluation of this campaign, 
expert opinions need to be consulted. However, some suggested performance measures could 
be: percentage of children 2 years of age and younger who are properly immunized, percentage 
of families who have prepared an emergency kit, and whether more trust was felt toward 
vaccinations.  Determination of these outcomes can be obtained through surveys as well as 
community public health investigations that would be better positioned to obtain quantitative 
evidence.   
 Taking the time to develop an effective public health campaign is extremely important.  
The American Public Health Associations (APHA) lists three main reasons why public health is 
important (APHA, 2011): 
 “Public Health Saves Money and Improves Quality of Life. A healthy public gets 
sick less frequently and spends less money on health care; this means better 
economic productivity and an improved quality of life for everyone.”  
 “Improving Public Health Helps Children Thrive. Healthy children become 
healthy adults. Healthy kids attend school more often and perform better 
overall. Public health professionals strive to ensure that all kids grow up in a 
health environment with adequate resources, including health care.” 
 “Public Health Prevention Reduces Human Suffering. Public health prevention 
not only educates people about the effects of lifestyle choices on their health, it 
also reduces the impact of disasters by preparing people for the effects of 
catastrophes such as hurricanes, tornadoes and terrorist attacks.” 
 
Now is the time for a national public health mascot to rise.  Through social and e-
marketing, popular entertainment, casual gaming, and a mascot, a truly unique public health 
campaign can emerge.  By integrating the evidence and techniques previously analyzed, I 
formed a strategic campaign proposal.  This out-of-the-box strategy could undeniably be a 
major success for public health.   
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